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By  John  E,  Ray 

Livestock  and  Nfeat  Products  Division 

Foreign  AgriculturaJ.  Service 


U.  S.  imports  of  Dutiable  Catt 
Drop  Sharply  From  1958  Reco 


le 
rd 


In  the  3-year  period  now  ending — 1957  through  1959 — U.S.  imports  of 
cattle  have  risen  to  their  highest  levels.  In  1958 — the  peak  import  year — 
more  than  a  million  head  of  cattle  moved  across  U.S.  borders,  A  little  over 
half  of  them  came  from  Canada  and  almost  all  the  rest  from  Mexico.  In  the 
present  year,  imports  from  both  countries  have  declined,  but  have  still 
remained  unusuall y  high — an  estimated  84o,000. 

Imports  of  cattle  into  the  Uaited  States  axe  not  a  new  thing.  Before 
World  War  II,  we  imported  large  numbers  of  cattle  from  both  Mexico  and 
Canada.  Although  imports  from  Canada  were  shut  off  by  the  Canadian  Govern- 
ment dxiring  World  War  II,  shipments  from  Mexico  continued  high.  Imports  from 
Canada  were  high  during  the  period  from  19^8  to  1951* 

A  study  of  these  periods  of 
high  imports  shows  them  to  be 
closely  connected  with  the  U.S. 
cattle  cycle.  When  cattle  mem- 
bers and  beef  production  in  the 
United  States  are  high,  the 
resulting  low  prices  received  for 
cattle  do  not  offer  much  induce- 
ment to  Mexican  and  Canadian 
producers  to  market  their  animals 
in  this  country.  However,  when 
the  workings  of  the  cattle  cycle 
bring  about  a  drop  in  cattle  num- 
bers, the  subsequent  higher 
prices  attract  cattle  across  U.S. 
borders  in  growing  quantities. 
These  shipments  are  affected  also 
by  conditions  in  neighboring 
countries :  Climatic  conditions 
in  Mexico's  northern  seven 
States — Mexico's  biggest  cattle 
exporters — and  the  Canadian 
cattle  cycle — ^vrtiich  is  highly 
similar  to  the  U.S.  cycle.  How- 
ever, the  prime  factor  in  this 
trade  seems  to  be  the  demand  of 
U.S.  cattle  feeders  and  slaugh- 
terers for  foreign  animals.  This 
demand  is  strongest  during  the 
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e8u:ly  buildup  period  of  the  cattle  cycle  when  both  breeders  and  packers  are 
bidding  against  each  other  for  cattle. 

Imports  From  Canada 

Traditional  Trade  Partners. — Canada  and  the  Itiited  States  have  a  long 
history  of  trade  in  cattle.  Before  World  War  II,  the  direction  of  trade  was 
generally  southward,  from  Camada  into  the  United  States.  Each  fall,  thin 
feeder  steers  would  move  from  the  ranges  of  Alberta,  Saskatchewan,  Manitoba, 
and  British  Columbia  into  the  IMited  States,  where  they  were  fattened  in  feed 
lots  during  the  winter.  At  that  time  the  small  Canadian  feeder  industry  did 
not  offer  an  attractive  domestic  market. 

This  era  came  to  an  abrupt  end  with  the  start  of  World  War  II.  To 
conserve  cattle  for  increased  domestic  consumption  and  for  large  exports  to 
the  United  Kingdom,  Canada  placed  strict  controls  on  exports. 

In  August  19^8,  these  controls  were  removed.  The  time  was  especiaULy 
propitious  for  a  resumption  of  cattle  exports  to  the  United  States,  for  there 
cattle  numbers  and  beef  production  were  relatively  low,  U.S.  producers  were 
just  beginning  the  exjejision  that  would  continue  until  1956;  and,  with  war- 
time controls  relajced,  cattle  prices  rose  to  equate  supply  and  demand,  U,S. 
prices  were  sharply  above  those  in  Canada. 

In  Canada,  moreover,  cattle  numbers  and  beef  production  were  on  the 
downswing.  Ihe  large  wartime  shijxuents  of  beef  to  the  United  Kingdom  were 
tapering  off.  Producers  were  reducing  the  size  of  their  herds.  Cattle 
prices  were  relatively  low.  Cattle  moved  southward  to  the  mutual  benefit  of 
Canadian  breeders  and  U.S.  feeders — some  400,000  a  year. 

Chang:ing  Trade  Picture. — In  the  cattle  trade,  as  in  most  things,  change 
is  the  only  certainty.  Conditions  which  had  favored  U.S.  imports  of  Canadian 
cattle  shifted.  Numbers,  and  production  rose  sharply  in  the  lAiited  States; 
U.S.  cattle  prices  leveled  off  and,  after  1951,  began  to  fall. 

Cattle  numbers  in  Canada  reached  a  low  point  in  1951  and  then  began  to 
rise.  The   Canadians,  like  U.S.  farmers  a  few  years  earlier,  held  back  cattle 
to  build  up  their  herds.  Cattle  prices  mounted,  and  this  was  accelerated  by 
the  rapid  growth  in  the  Canadian  population  and  in  the  country's  economy. 
Ihere  were  more  Canadians  to  buy  beef  and  with  more  money  in  their  pockets, 
they  were  buying  more. 

By  1951,  as  a  result  of  this  prosperity,  Canadian  exports  were  dropping. 
The  change  in  the  trade  pattern  was  accentuated  by  the  closing  of  the  U.S. 
border  to  Canadian  cattle  because  of  an  outbreak  of  foot-and-^outh  disease  in 
western  Canada  in  February  1952.  Although  the  disease  was  quickly  eradicated 
in  Canada,  no  imports  into  the  lAiited  States  were  permitted  vmtil  early  I953 
when  the  one-year  quarantine  requirement  for  this  highly  contagious  disease 
was  fulfilled. 

By  this  time,  however,  the  situation  had  altered  completely.  The 
impetus  to  trade  beef  cattle  had  vanished,  and  the  majority  of  U.S.  cattle 
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imports  frcan  Canada  were  breeding  cattle  and  dairy  covs.  During  the  period 
1953-56,  the  beef  cattle  trade  between  Canada  and  the  lAiited  States  was 
insignificant.  Sometimes  it  flowed  north  from  the  IMited  States  to  Canada, 
sometimes  south  from  Canada  to  the  Iftiited  States. 

Canada's  Feeder  Industry. — Bais  period  of  relative  stagnation  for  the 
crossborder  cattle  trade  saw  the  development  of  an  important  cattle-fattening 
industry  in  Canada,  centered  in  the  Province  of  Ontario.  From  1951  to  I956, 
the  number  of  feeder  cattle  sold  to  Canadian  farmers  for  fattening  rose  from 
over  lUi4-,000  to  nearly  388,000  per  year.  By  offering  a  dcsuestic  market  for 
thin  or  xanfinished  western  Canadian  range  cattle,  this  growing  feeding 
industry  helped  reduce  exports  to  the  IMited  States  during  this  period. 

In  1957  and  1958,  the  picture  changed  once  more.  The   United  States  had 

a  record  supply  of  feed  grains  on  hand,  but  livestock  numbers  were  down.  By 

January  1958,  they  were  almost  2.5  million  below  their  195^  high.  Almost  all 

of  this  reduction  was  in  beef  cattle.  Dairy  cattle  stocks  remained  about  the 
same. 

Beef  production  was  also  down.  But  the  demand  for  beef  remained  strong. 
To  meet  this  demand  and  to  convert  their  abundant  feed  grain  supplies  into 
meat,  U.S.  farmers  increased  their  orders  for  feeder  cattle.  U.S.  feeder 
cattle  prices  rose  sharply.  Soon  U.S.  buyers  were  competing  with  Canadians 
on  the  Canadian  livestock  market  for  feeder  cattle  which  were  in  ab\mdant 
supply  in  Canada.  The  number  of  cattle  shipped  from  Canada  to  the  Ifoited 
States  increased  significantly.  This  southward  flow  of  cattle — mostly  thin 
stock  for  feeding — reached  19^8-51  levels  in  1957  and  greatly  exceeded  them 
in  1958. 

Yet  the  situation  in  I957-58  differed  from  that  of  19i^8.  What  caused 
this  difference  was  Canada's  expanded  feeder  industry.  With  increased  ship- 
ments of  feeders  to  the  United  States,  the  number  of  cattle  put  on  feed  in 
Canada  dropped  sharply  from  I956  levels  dviring  1957  and  I958.  This  reduced 
the  number  of  fat  cattle  offered  for  sale  in  Canada.  Consumption  of  beef 
dropped  in  Canada  during  1957  and  I958.  Ptices  of  slaughter  cattle  rose 
sharply  and,  by  the  end  of  1958,  were  above  U.S.  prices. 

Ihe  high  prices  received  for  slaughter  cattle  in  Canada  encouraged 
Canadian  feeders  to  expand  their  operations  again.  The  number  of  cattle  sold 
to  feeders  in  Canada  rose  to  225,058  head  d-uring  January-September  1959,  8 
percent  above  a  year  earlier.  This  increased  domestic  demand  for  feeder 
animals,  plus  lower  availability  of  cattle — cattle  numbers  in  Canada  dropped 
from  11,296,000  head  in  June  I957  to  11,120,000  in  1959 — caused  a  sharp 
increase  in  Canadian  feeder  cattle  prices.  Exports  to  the  United  States 
dropped  off  sharply  d-uring  the  second  half  of  1959  and  are  expected  to 
continue  lower  through  I960.  In  fact,  owing  to  higher  Canadian  slaughter 
cattle  prices,  there  have  been  sporadic  shipments  of  slaughter  cattle  from 
the  United  States  into  eastern  Canada  during  1959° 
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Imports  From  Mexico 

Mexico,  too,  has  long  been  an  impoirtant  source  for  U.S.  cattle  imports. 
The  northern  tier  of  Mexican  States — Ifeunaulipas,  Nuevo  Leon,  Coahuila, 
Chihuahvia,  Sonora,  IXirsmgo,  and  Baja  California — supply  practically  all  of 
these  imports.  Imports  from  other  Mexican  States  are  limited  by  stricter 
sanitation  and  quarantine  restrictions  by  the  Agricultural  Research  Service 
of  the  U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture.  Ihese  seven  northern  States  contain 
about  30  percent  Xj   of  Mexico's  estimated  V),h  million  cattle. 

Ihe  United  States  is  the  primary  outlet  for  northern  Mexican  cattle 
producers.  Almost  all  these  animals  axe  light  feeders  destined  to  be 
fattened  on  ranches  and  farms  in  the  United  States  before  slaughter.  This 
trade  has  a  long  tradition,  and  farmers  and  ranchers  on  both  sides  of  the 
border  depend  upon  it  to  maintain  their  operations.  Increased  production  of 
feed  grains  in  the  U.S.  southwest  during  recent  years  has  given  an  added 
impetus. 

Although  subject  to  fluctuations  determined  by  Mexican  supply  and  U.S. 
demand,  this  trade  remained  fairly  constant  at  about  200,000  head  per  year 
imtil  World  War  II,  when  sharply  increased  U.S.  demand  for  beef  caused  a 
rapid  buildup  in  imports  from  Mexico.  These  imports  remained  high  until  oxi 
outbreak  of  foot-and-mouth  disease  in  >fexico  caused  the  border  to  be  closed 
in  late  December  19^6.  Strenuous  efforts  on  the  part  of  I^xico,  assisted  by 
the  Iftiited  States,  finally  eliminated  the  disease  and  on  September  1,  1952, 
the  United  States  was  again  opened  to  imports  from  I^fexico.  However,  another 
outbreak  on  May  23,  1953  forced  another  embargo  on  Mexican  cattle. 

During  the  period  of  slightly  less  than  9  months  in  1952  and  1953 
during  which  imports  of  cattle  from  Ifexico  were  permitted,  over  255^000  head 
were  brought  in.  This  rapid  resurgence  of  Mexican  exports  was  due  to  both 
the  pent  up  supply  of  cattle  in  northern  Mexico  and  the  strong  demand  and 
high  prices  prevalent  in  the  United  States  at  that  time. 

When  this  second  embargo  was  lifted  on  Janiiary  1,  1955^  "the  situation 
had  changed.  Cattle  numbers  in  the  United  States  were  at  high  levels. 
Although  Mexico  was  able  to  market  almost  2^4-8,000  head  in  the  United  States 
during  1955,  parLces  received  were  low,  and  shijxaents  were  only  half  as  large 
in  1956. 

When  U.S.  demand  for  feeder  cattle  recovered  in  1957,  I^xican  exports  of 
cattle  to  this  country  rose  again.  By  the  end  of  the  year,  over  33^,000  head 
had  moved  north  across  the  border,  Shipnents  continued  to  increase  during 
1958  and  reached  the  highest  level  since  World  War  II  days. 

During  1958,  heavier  rainfall  improved  northern  Mexiceui  pastures. 
Ranches  began  to  increase  the  size  of  their  herds.  This  demand  on  the  part 
of  the  ranchers  themselves,  plus  increased  U.S.  demand  for  feeders  and 
domestic  demand  for  slaughter  animals,  rapidly  increased  Mexican  cattle  prices 


1/  According  to  the  1950  Mexican  livestock  census. 
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and  beef  prices  as  well.  Thus,  in  Februaxy  1959>  the  Mexican  Government 
raised  its  export  taxes  on  cattle  substantially.  Although  these  were  later 
reduced,  they  remained  above  those  previously  in  effect.  After  a  short  ban 
on  exports  in  April,  cattle  export  quotas  were  set.  The  result  has  been  a 
sharp  drop  in  northward  cattle  movement  during  1959 • 

The  outlook  for  i960  is  for  continued  imports  from  Lfexico,  but  at  a 
lower  level  than  during  1958»  In  September  1959^  "the  Mexican  Government 
annoimced  that  the  export  quota  for  cattle  for  the  12  months  ending  August  3J# 
i960,  had  been  set  at  380,000  head.  This  is  about  20  percent  below  the 
461,000  head  exported  to  the  United  States  during  the  12 -month  period  ending 
August  31,  1959. 

Imports  From  Other  Areas 

Imports  from  countries  other  than  Canada  and  Mexico  are  usually 
restricted  to  purebred  breeding  cattle.  However,  a  shipment  of  about  1,000 
feeder  steers  was  received  from  New  Zealand  in  October  1958.  Although  the 
shipper  reported  that  the  shipment  was  a  financial  success,  it  has  not  been 
repeated.  No  plans  for  further  trans-Pacific  shipments  of  cattle  are  known. 

Summary 

Although  cattle  imports  have  dropped  somewhat  during  1959>  they  are 
still  at  an  unusually  high  level.  Almost  all  the  animals  received  from 
Mexico  and  over  70  percent  of  those  from  Canada  were  bought  by  U.S*  farmers 
and  ranchers  for  feeding  prior  to  their  eventual  slaughter.  2/ 

Imports  of  cattle  during  i960  are  expected  to  drop  further,  with  Mexican 
shipments  showing  the  smallest  reduction.  Most  of  the  drop  is  expected  to 
come  in  imports  from  Canada.  As  U.S.  cattle  nunibers  and  slaughter  rise 
after  I96O,  imports  from  Canada  will  probably  continue  low.  Msxican  exports 
of  feeder  cattle  to  this  country  will  be  slightly  lower. 


2/  According  to  reports  submitted  by  U.S.D.A.  veterinary  inspection  posts, 
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Table  h, — Cattle  prices:  Slaughter  and  feeder  steers,  Canada  and  the 
United  States,  annual  19^8-58,  monthly  Octoher  1958-October  I959 


Period 


Good  slaughter  steers 


Toronto  1/ 


Chicago  2/ 


Good  feeder  steers 

TT.      .  r,/   *  South 

Wiimipeg  2/   :   g^^  ^^  ^ 


Annual: 

19^8 

19^+9....... 

1950 

1951 

1952 

1953 

195^+ 

1955 

1956 

1957 

1958 

Monthly ; 

1958: 

October . , 
November , 
December, 

1959: 

January. o 

February 

March. 

April. 

May.. . 

Jime.. 

July., 

August 

September 

October . . 


Dol.ljars 

16,73 
18,99 
22.63 
30.95 
25.69 
20.58 
19.77 
19.87 
18.29 
19.87 
23.59 


2U.57 
2ii.97 
27.13 

27.^0 
26.06 
25.15 
25.9^ 
25.85 
25.58 
26.33 
26.83 
27.30 
25.85 


1/  Under  1,000  pounds, 
2/  All  weights. 
3/  500-800  poimds. 
^  Medium  steers. 


Dollars 

y26.31 
V23,17 
5/26,08 

33.37 
30.10 
21.56 
21.81 
21.lif 

19.37 
21.66 

25.85 


25.63 
25.82 
25.88 

26.72 
26.07 
27.15 
28.11 
27.87 
27.17 
26.73 
26.47 
26.50 
25.96 


D0I  la,rs 
16.42 
16.22 
22.47 
29.91 
19.97 
15.26 
15.56 
16.27 
16.46 

17.73 
22.25 


22.20 
23.29 
23.12 

24.26 
23.85 
25.28 
25.01 

25.43 
25.48 
24.99 
24.83 
23.60 
22.15 


Dollars 


24.67 
22.40 
26.16 
32.81 
28.37 
18,93 
18.67 
18.37 
17.09 
19.79 
25.17 


27,20 
27.00 
26,52 

26.50 
25.90 
25.70 
27.06 
27.50 
27.85 
27.48 
27.00 
26.84 
25.88 
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Table  5* — Cattle:  Indices  of  number  on  farms^  Canada,  Mexico,  ■ 

United  States,  19^4-8-59 


Year 

;  Canada  l/   ; 

Mexico  2/ 

United  States  3/ 

19^4-8 

19^9 

1950 

1951 

1952 

1953 

195^ 

1955 

1956 

1957.- 

1958 

1959 

:   19^9-52    : 
:   =   100    : 

107     : 
:     102 
:     100 
:     97     : 
:     102 

112      ; 
:     119 
:     123 
:     128 

:     133 
:     131 
:     129 

19^1-8-52 
100 

99 
102 

99 
100 
:     102 
:     102 
I     102 
:     102 
:     108 
:    n? 

:     113 

116 

:      19^8-50 
100 

:        100 

:        99 
:        101 
:        106 
:        nil- 
:        122 
I                    12i<- 
:        125 
:        125 
:        122 
:        121 
:        125 

1/  December  1  of  previous  year.  2/  Spring.   3/  January  1. 
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